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LIBRARY SITUATIGN 
IN EGYPT 
by 
Lachlan F. MacRae 


Director of Scientific Inform- 
ation Service of Defence 
Research Board of Canada; 
UNESCO «expert» on _ public 
libraries development. 
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lt is flattering to be asked to 
contribute to this first issue of 
the «Library World». The 
sponsor-editor-publisher is to 
be congratulated for his efforts 
and I sincerely hope that the 
librarians of Egypt will sup- 
port him to the end that the 
new library periodical may 
continue to appear and become 
an effective organ of your 
library profession. For the 
truth is that unless group 
support and interest is forth- 
coming, the effort will fail; 
something which Egypt’s 
librarians should not allow tc 
happen. 


I suspect that the editor 
hoped that in submitting a 
contribution I would, as a 
UNESCO public libraries « ex- 
pert » of very recent vintage, 
give some hint as to what my 
report to the Government of 
Egypt and UNESCO will con. 
tain. For as some, at least, of 
the readers of this journal al- 
ready know I am supposed to 
snend three months on survey 
work and then report my con- 
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clusions on the feasibility and 
advisability of a combined 
effort to establish a_ public 
library pilot project here in 
Egypt in the very near future. 
Such a project would be similar 
in conception and scope to 
those established in several 
other countries with UNESCO 
participation. 

However such comments will 
have to wait and I shall for the 
time being at least confine my- 
self to general comments on the 
library situation in Egypt as 
i have been able to see it to the 
date of this writing, that is, 
about one-third of the way 
through the time allowed for 
my survey. 


To begin with, a word about 
librarians. Before I came to 
Egypt UNESCO library in 
Paris provided me with a set of 
the annual proceedings of the 
Egyptian Library Association. 
These constitute a very credit- 
able record of the meetings of 
the Association. But they also 
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reflect the negative side of the 
picture; a side which I have 
become very much aware of as 
I have had the opportunity to 
talk with leading members oi 
the profession; that it does not 
function as a true professional 
association at all. It has be- 
come, rather, a group which 
meets periodically to listen to 
a few of its members talk about 
their specialities, their trips 
abroad, seminars attended, etc. 
or to such visiting librarians 
from other lands as may be 
among you at various times. 
This is good but such a program 
represents only a minor part of 
the task of a prefessional asso- 
ciation. 


I am convinced that the next 
few years will see big progress 
in the development of Egypt’s 


libraries. And I am definitely 
not confining this prediction to 
what might happen along public 
library pilot project lines. To 
site an example : it looks to me 
as though 1956 will mark a 
turning point in the history of 
your National Library. This 
year the men in high places in 
Government have been able to 
turn their attention from the 
other great problems and pro- 
jects which have commanded 
their attention in the last 
few years to the problems of 
« Dar el Kotob El Masriya >». 
It is not that the librarians of 
the National Library have been 
failing in their duty to point 
out the problems they have had 
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to cope with as a result of years 
in which the physical plant and 
invaluable contents of the 
library have been neglected. I 
should interject here that I have 
seen good evidence of the 
loosing battle which the 
National Library staff has 
been fighting; of efforts made 
with a minimum of funds, to 
provide any kind of storage at 
all for a growing collection of 
books and for the basic col- 
lection of precious manuscripts, 
of the fight of the problem of 
dust in a building which acts as 
an efficient trap for any dust 
which is blowing, etc. etc. 


In any case this year com- 
munication has been establish- 
ed so to speak- and the tide is 
turning for the National Lib- 
rary. I predict that there will 
be drastic developmeats which 
will demand the participation of 
the Egyptian Library Asso- 
ciation just as in other countries 
the active advice and help of 
the Library associatiors have 
been welcomed by the Govern- 
ment. 


Now is the time that the 
Association should be prepar- 
ing to be of help through the 
formation of strong committees 
which can offer professional 
advice when it will be welcom- 
ed. You have already a 
membership which encompasses 
an able group of library spe- 
cialists and this could be in- 
creased a good deal. Their 
individual knowledge should be 
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pooled and, when it is needed 
made available under the aegis 
of the Library Association. For 
instance I have heard of much 
good individual effort which 
has gone into Arabic classifi- 
cation. This work might well 
be integrated and published by 
the Association. 


And another point in kind 
is this. Since I started my 
assignment in Egypt I have 
heard a number of very com- 
petent librarians say that they 
had at one time or other written 
a memorandum on this or that 
subject for the Minister (or the 
Director or the Controller) but 
without results.; This is not to 
be wondered at: For it is the 
rare individually prepared re- 
port or memorandum. written 
from the lower to the higher 
levels within ah administrative 
system, which gets much 
attention. Too much time is 
wasted at the upper level, after 
the paper has been received, 
in establishing the value of the 
suggestions or the validity of 
the opinion. A well - prepared 
memorandum or brief on a li- 
brary topic submitted over the 
name of a_ representative pro- 
fessional group is that much 
more acceptable (even though 
it be not acted on immediately 
or at all) because it represents 
co-operative opinion already. 
We all of us like to get indi- 
vidual applause for our efforts 
but sometimes the chances ot 
those efforts getting recognition 


are better if they have the 
benediction of one’s fellow pro- 
fessionals. If this is done the 
sequel will be that when your 
Government wants help with 
some problem involving library 
development it will turn to the 
Association for the names of 
the librarians with the best 
knowledge and ability along 
certain lines. 


This brings me to my second 
omment about certain financial 
regulations under which your 
libraries operate which obvious- 
ly should be changed for better 
library efficiency. 


There is no need here to be 
specific on what regulatious are 
referred. But I think I should 
express my disagreement witi: 
the conclusion which has ap- 
parently been reached by some 
of your librarians that, because 
the routines which must be 
followed to bring about a 
change in regulations are com- 
plicated and legthy, the effort 
to get a change is not worth- 
while. It appears to me that if 
it took ten briefs, twenty memo- 
randa and_ several personal 
appearances on the part of your 
leading librarians, the effort 
would be worthwhile as a-eon _ 
tribution to the better operation 
of your libraries. There is good 
evidence that common sense 
would prevail, if the story is 
told properly, in the reduction of 
the load of personal financial 
responsibility on the part of 
your library curators or custo- 
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dians for the loss of books from 
the collection. I am sure that 
if the case were put strongly 
enough your Government would, 
as other Governments have done 
change the detail of generai 
financial regulations to make 
allowaace for the special re- 
quirements of libraries. A re- 
presentative committee of the 
Association should review and 
assess the difficulties of the 
different libraries and present 
a strong straightforward case 
through proper channels, to the 
financial authorities of the Go- 
vernment. Certainly at the 
very least such a recommanda 
tions from the Association on 
such matters should be on re- 
cord. For if the librarians fail 
to register their opinions who 
can honestly blame the legis- 
lators if they come up with rules 
and regulations which do not 
fit the needs of your libraries ? 


There are certainly other 
points on which I could com- 
ment where I see that librarians 
here might improve their ser- 
vices without recourse to help 
from higher levels. But I think 
it best for me to stop here, 
having emphasized that feature 
of Egyptian librarianship 
which has struck me most for- 
cibly since I arrived in the 
country; this concentration of 
the Library Association on a 
narrow program of work. Our 
Canadian Library Association 
is younger than your own, being 
only ten years old this year 
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(1956). Our problems are dif- 
ferent and one of them, that of 
great distances, is a big one 


which you do not have to cope 
with. Once a year only can we 
afford to gather from points 
in Canada four thousand miles 
(between six and seven thousand 
kilometers that is) apart. But 
our membership includes anyone 
working in a library, whether 
professionally trained or not, 
any members of local library 
boards, the publishing houses of 
Canada and other firms which 
do business with libraries and 
any private individuals who 
wish to join out of interest in 
the progress of Canadian lib- 
raries and librarianship. Once 
a year, it is true we meet and 
listen to speakers of all sorts. 
But between the annual confe- 
rences and at the conferences 
themselves most of the work 
of he Association goes on 
through he functioning of 
special divisions or sections of 
the organization and through 
committees charged with special 
phases of Association work 
ranging from association mem- 
bership- to increasing the flow 
of good recruits to the library 
schools, to the production and 
sale of micro-film copies of old 
newspaper files. to better 
standards of work with 
children. Our Association is 
justifiably proud of the part it 
played in influencing the Go- 
vernment of Canada to decide 
to build our new National Lib- 
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rary and also of the manner in 
which our opinions have been 
listened to in the establishment 
of National Library Policy. 


I am fully aware that condi- 
tions in Egypt are different and 
it is true that the fact that so 
many of your librarians have 
to take on extra jobs compli- 
cates the problem of getting 
more active participaion in Lib- 
rary Association activities. But 
I submit that you should drive 
to increase your membership 
and to broaden the scope of your 
activities in order that you 
will be able to play your part 
in the big library developments 
which are on their way in 
Egypt. 
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